Critiquing teacher professional development: Teacher learning within the field of teachers’ work by Hardy, Ian
 1 
Critiquing teacher professional development:  
Teacher learning within the field of teachers’ work 
 
Wordcount: 7249 words 
 
Abstract: This study is an empirical account of the professional development (‘PD’) 
practices which constituted part of the work of a group of teachers and school-based 
administrators working together in a cluster of six schools in south-east Queensland, 
Australia, during a period of intense educational reform.  The data comprise meeting 
transcripts and interviews with teachers and administrators involved in a reform-oriented 
professional development initiative over an 18 month period.  To analyse these teacher 
learning practices as teachers’ work in this context, the article draws upon Bourdieu’s 
theory of practice, particularly his understanding of the social world as comprising 
multiple social spaces, or ‘fields’, each characterised by contestation over the practices of 
most value.  The data reveal the field of teachers’ work, in which much of the teacher 
learning transpired, as influenced by a broader instrumental culture; this culture 
developed in response to teachers’ concerns about how to respond to state educational 
provision initiatives in a more neoliberal global era.  These instrumental logics were 
evident in superficial compliance with and reflection upon educational reform, and the 
continuation of individualistic, workshop-based PD practices.  However, at the same time 
and in keeping with fields as contested, there is also evidence of teachers’ participation in 
more sustained PD practices – involving teachers actively engaging with the content of 
educational reform, participating in robust reflection about their practice, and 
collaborating in substantive communities of learners.  The findings also suggest the need 
to explicitly support substantive PD within the field of teachers’ work in order to 
challenge more administrative and instrumental pressures to engage in reform.  Such a 
response will assist in fostering the conditions for the generation of a more truly student-
centred, collaborative and reflective habitus amongst teachers. 
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This article explores how the context of teachers’ work influenced the professional 
development (‘PD’) of a group of teachers and administrators in a cluster of six schools 
in a hinterland region in south-east Queensland, Australia.  These teachers were 
responding to significant curriculum and pedagogical reform including the 
implementation of a recontextualised curriculum, the ‘New Basics’, and a longitudinal 
study of Queensland teachers’ pedagogical practices.  The schools were described 
collectively as the ‘Future Schools Cluster’ and the group of teachers was known as the 
‘Curriculum Board’.   
 
The nature of these PD practices is understood as the product of contestation between 
dominant and dominated approaches to PD in Australia and other western countries.  PD 
is dominated by individualistic, short-term and decontextualised activities, often in 
response to bureaucratic or administrative fiat (Day & Sachs, 2004).  In a globalised, 
neoliberal environment in which governments are increasingly concerned about 
economic competitiveness and national viability, teacher learning initiatives have become 
more individualistic, reactive and increasingly technicist in orientation (Groundwater-
Smith & Mockler, 2009; Day & Sachs, 2004). Under these circumstances, more 
substantive educationally-oriented practices struggle to exert influence.  The one-off 
workshop approach, involving teachers as passive recipients of information generated 
elsewhere (Eisner, 1992), remains the dominant mode of teacher learning.  Teachers are 
‘in-serviced’ in specific programmes or initiatives often relating to literacy, numeracy, 
science and information and communications technology content knowledge, classroom 
management strategies or specific teaching strategies deemed beneficial by the state 
(Grundy & Robison, 2004); they may contest this situation but are also often compliant 
with broader school/systemic needs (Burns, 2005).  Teachers are construed as being in 
‘deficit’ – as lacking necessary skills to ensure improved, usually academic, outcomes for 
students (Day & Sachs, 2004).  While present, alternative approaches to teachers’ 
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learning needs have been unable to challenge the hegemony of the dominant workshop 
model (McRae et al, 2001).  Such workshops typically involve teachers listening to an 
external ‘expert’, and the content of such workshops is frequently validated in terms of a 
‘happiness quotient’ (Sparks & Hirsh, 1997, p.1) – the extent to which participants are 
‘happy’ with the PD experienced.   
 
The increasingly rapid rate of change in schools has exacerbated this trend towards 
individualistic, decontextualised and passive learning initiatives as part of teachers’ work.  
The provision of genuine teacher learning is difficult to achieve in schooling contexts 
because of work intensification within schools and schooling systems more generally 
(Easthope & Easthope, 2000; Hargreaves, 1994; 2003; Smyth, 2001; Tang & Choi, 
2009).  These pressures militate against teachers reflecting upon their teaching, resulting 
in the substitution of intellectual creativity with cultures of compliance (Groundwater-
Smith & Mockler, 2009; Hargreaves, 2003), and contribute to the tendency for teachers 
to foreground learning experiences which they believe to be immediately applicable to 
their own classroom situations (McRae et al., 2001).  The result is that teachers have little 
time within a crowded week for such learning (Little, 1999), and may avoid more 
substantive learning opportunities.   The conditions under which teachers work make it 
difficult for them to engage in robust collaboration with colleagues even though they 
state that such interactions are important (Grundy & Bonser, 2000).  Such a perspective is 
shared by both teachers and principals, although teachers express stronger views about 
the importance of individual decision-making than do principals (Grundy & Bonser, 
2000).  This ‘persistence of privacy’ (Little, 1990) characterises the culture of teaching 
(Lortie, 1975), pervading teachers’ whole careers (Darling-Hammond, 1998).   
 
However, in spite of these conditions, there is also evidence of alternative, more active, 
ongoing, collaborative approaches to teacher learning, including action research, exerting 
influence (Zeichner, 2003).  Within Australia, collaboration and reflection have been 
found to occur and to be beneficial within various communities of teachers, including 
various subject-based networks (QCPDE, 2002).  While acknowledging the influence of 
time constraints, Mayer, Mitchell, Macdonald and Bell (2005) reveal how the collective 
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interrogation of teaching standards has led to greater teacher involvement in more 
substantive learning practices in Queensland, rather than just passive compliance with 
such reforms.  Although less widespread, there is also considerable evidence of an 
increased focus upon ongoing professional development, and more ‘workplace learning’ 
(McRae et al., 2001).  Such evidence comes amid calls for teachers to adopt a more 
active stance in relation to their learning, including more ‘researchly dispositions’ 
(Lingard & Renshaw, 2009), involving interrogating teachers’ specific circumstances in 
light of a broader knowledge base than that typically associated with more localised 
action-research initiatives.  At the same time, there is also a push to recognise teachers as 
able to mediate work intensification, and that different teachers do respond differently to 
reform (Ballet, Kelchtermans & Loughran, 2006). 
 
To understand the nature of the professional development practices evident amongst and 
supported by a specific group of educators within a particular group of schools, and 
within a broader neoliberal and managerial context, this article draws upon Pierre 
Bourdieu’s understanding of the social world as comprising multiple and contested social 
‘fields’.  A field approach helps to capture the tensions between conflicting teacher 
learning practices, the messiness of teachers’ learning experiences, and foreground how 
the conditions under which teachers work influence the PD which comes to be supported 
and enacted.   
 
Social context as site of contest 
 
For Bourdieu, society comprises multiple social spaces or ‘fields’, each of which 
possesses its own peculiar characteristics, or ‘logic’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).  
However, fields are not settled sites, forever frozen in time.  Rather, they are sites of 
ongoing tension – the source of which is both external and internal to any given field.  
External forces are most obviously evident in the way in which all fields are subject to 
what Bourdieu describes as the broader ‘field of power’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992; 
Bourdieu, 1990) – the field of forces between different forms of power within different 
individual fields.  More internal forces are apparent in the way in which fields are sites of 
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constant intervention and tension between those who comprise them.  Fields are 
effectively sites of struggle: ‘As a space of potential and active forces, the field is also a 
field of struggles aimed at preserving or transforming the configuration of these forces.’ 
(Bourdieu in Bourdiu & Wacquant, 1992; emphasis original).   
 
The ‘winners’ in this struggle are those who possess the requisite resources or ‘capitals’ 
deemed of most value within respective fields.  Bourdieu (1986) explains the dominance 
of particular practices within any given field as a product of possession of more dominant 
cultural, social or economic capital.  The capitals which come to characterise a field are 
the product of a process of accumulation of particular traits, behaviours, properties, titles, 
academic qualifications, indeed any entity characteristic of the social world, which means 
that agents influence (or potentially exert influence) in particular ways.  Such 
accumulation both enables and constrains; it confers a degree of distinction upon those 
who possess specific capitals (Bourdieu, 1984).     
 
The capitals which characterise fields do not exist in isolation but instead exist in relation 
to, and are embodied within, those individuals and groups who comprise a field.  
Bourdieu describes this individual and collective social embodiment of particular 
proclivities as ‘habitus’.  The habitus is the embodiment of a set of dispositions within an 
individual or group, which arise as a result of exposure to particular experiences 
(Bourdieu, 1990).  It is the habitus which is the most obvious site of capital accumulation, 
the embodiment of particular social practices.  However, the habitus is not rigidly 
structured, but subject to change as a result of the strategising in which actors engage.  It 
is this strategising capacity of the habitus which enables actors to change the individual 
and collective circumstances in which they find themselves.  
 
Consequently, this article construes the PD practices within the field of teachers’ work as 
a product of the constant interplay and contestation between actors’ habitus, the capitals 
which they possess (and which ‘possess’ them), and the broader social structures 
sedimented within the field.  The field of teachers’ work is a social site in which actors, 
imbued with particular social dispositions developed over time, engage with one another 
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in a process of contest over the forms of capital which collectively constitute the field 
itself (Bourdieu, 1990).  While this contestation means that such practices are always 
subject to change, it is the dominant practices which come to define the field, and which 
characterize the peculiar logics at play. 
 
Context: The ‘Future Schools Cluster’ 
 
This article focuses upon the contested professional development practices of a group of 
teachers from six school sites – the ‘Future Schools Cluster’ – in the hinterland region of 
a coastal community in south-east Queensland.  The research presented is part of a larger 
study which revealed how this group of teachers also sought to orchestrate PD for 
colleagues across these school sites, and how specific national and state-based policies 
influenced teachers’ practices during a period of significant reform (Author, 2006; see 
also: Author, 2008; Author & Lingard, 2008).  The cluster included four primary schools, 
‘Cresswell1 Primary’, ‘Merton Primary’, ‘Laramie Primary’, ‘Qando Primary’, one 
secondary school, ‘Cresswell High’, and an environmental education centre, ‘Chandall 
Environmental Education Centre’.  Because so much of the reform was curriculum-
based, the group of predominantly teachers became known as the ‘Curriculum Board’. 
 
The professional development which was supported and which transpired in the Future 
Schools Cluster was stimulated by the push for improved teaching practices in 
Queensland as part of its Queensland State Education 2010 (QSE2010) (Education 
Queensland, 2001) policy reforms.  Calls for reform encapsulated in this policy arose 
from concerns about the quality of teaching practices in Queensland schools, in large part 
as a result of the findings of the Queensland School Reform Longitudinal Study, a large 
scale study of 1000 classrooms which revealed relatively low quality pedagogical 
practices throughout Queensland schools, particularly in the middle years (QSRLS, 
2001).  In tandem with the QSRLS, a new curriculum, the ‘New Basics’, which promoted 
education via rich, trans-disciplinary tasks rather than traditional subjects, had also been 
developed and was being trialled in an effort to make schooling more relevant to all 
                                            
1 Pseudonyms are used for the names of schools, teachers and other participants in this study. 
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students, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds.  These tasks were 
established centrally within Education Queensland, and disseminated to teachers in 
schools.  There was also a push for more ‘productive pedagogies’ – more inclusive, 
academically rigorous and context specific teaching practices within Queensland 
classrooms, alongside the generally supportive classroom environments which 
characterised Queensland schools.  Teacher learning associated with curriculum, 
pedagogical and assessment reform was considered part of the solution to the 
educational, social and economic malaise within the state.   
 
As the New Basics was being trialed in the secondary school in the cluster, and the four 
primary schools served as feeder schools to the secondary school, the principals of the 
respective schools decided to work together to promote educational reform across their 
respective school sites.  This included supporting teachers and other school-based 
administrators from each of the schools to come together to form a team to promote 
professional development relevant to the reform agenda affecting the schools.  Such PD 
would relate to the development of a cross-school curriculum, with an emphasis upon the 
middle years, and had to be cognizant of the need to address issues pertaining to both 
traditional subject-based (or ‘Key Learning Area’ (KLA)) approaches to learning, and 
New Basics curricula.  To assist them with this work, the principals applied for and 
received $AUD 27 000 from the federal Australian government’s Commonwealth 
Government Quality Teacher Programme (QTP) (Commonwealth of Australia, 2000).  
However, this funding came with ‘strings attached’, including the requirement that 
professional development in schools be focused upon specific curriculum areas, 
particularly literacy, numeracy, science and information and communications 
technologies.  The funds had to be expended within 18 months, teachers were held 
accountable for funding outcomes, and only limited resources could be allocated to 
releasing teachers to engage in professional learning experiences during the school day.  
This article focuses specifically upon the nature of the PD which transpired within the 




Methods and methodological issues 
 
To reveal the nature of the PD experienced by members of the Board, the article draws 
upon audio-recordings and transcriptions of meetings of the Curriculum Board, 
interviews with Board members, and observation notes of professional development 
events and professional learning activities in which members participated over an 18-
month period.  The data comprise seven individual interviews with long-standing 
members of the Board, and three individual interviews with key administrators involved 
in stimulating, supporting and facilitating the work of the group.  The interviews were 
semi-structured in nature, and typically between one and two hours’ duration.  Key 
themes were distilled from the interview and meeting transcripts.  These themes revealed 
PD practices as contested.  This contestation is understood and analysed in keeping with 
Bourdieu’s conception of the social world as the product of competing practices. 
 
A key theme related to the way in which members complied with the reform agenda.  
However, and at the same time, there was also evidence of a more critical disposition 
amongst teachers, as they sought to engage more actively with the reform agenda.  This 
analysis endeavours to keep faith with Bourdieu’s (in Wacquant, 1989) call to avoid 
superficial application of his theoretical resources of field, habitus and capital, but instead 
to utilize them as ‘thinking tools’ (p. 50) – in this case, to better understand PD practices.  
Consequently, contestation between competing practices is understood as a product of the 
capitals most valued, and the dispositions of those competing for these capitals within a 
broader field of teachers’ work understood as intrinsically contested. 
 
Findings: Competing PD priorities 
 
The influence of broader political and administrative foci 
 
The application for QTP funds suggested from the outset that the field of PD practices, as 
expressed within the Future Schools Cluster, was dominated by state-endorsement of the 
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traditional subject areas (KLAs) of literacy, numeracy, science and information and 
communications technology: 
 
The main focus of the project is the development of the middle school through 
teacher networks in the areas of Technology, Literacy, Numeracy and Science.  A 
curriculum board comprising teachers from each school coordinates teacher 
networks and provides leadership and direction for that section of the project. 
(Proposal written by deputy principal of secondary school, and submitted for QTP 
funding (p. 1)) 
 
This submission, compiled by the deputy-principal of the secondary school, who was also 
a member of the Board, was a product of having to respond to state-endorsed initiatives 
and revealed how educators needed to be attuned to demands of the state.  The valuing of 
PD associated with literacy, numeracy, science and information and communications 
technology was a reflection of the domination of teachers’ work and learning by the 
broader field of power, which ascribes greater prominence to those subjects more closely 
aligned to economic prerogatives.   
 
The influence of state demands for reform were also apparent in the way in which 
teachers accepted pressures upon them to respond to the educational reform agenda.  This 
was evident in the way teachers reacted uncritically to pressures to engage rapidly with 
the New Basics in the secondary school, and with the reform agenda more generally 
across all schools in the Cluster:  
 
I recall that, from a principal’s meeting, the deputy from Cresswell High, Tom … 
they were having concerns with the New Basics that … the school was going to 
be having to do…And they were wanting the feeder primary schools to be talking 
the same language that the kids will be hearing in Grade Eight.   (Hilary, Chandall 
Environmental Education Centre & Board member; interview) 
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Well, I think from the point of view of New Basics, we (secondary staff) had 
certain things we had to do.  There were these Year Nine Rich Tasks that we had 
to implement so we, as a school, had to come up with a way of doing that within 
our school setting.  So [Education Queensland] Departmental requirements led to 
change, in our theme structure and the way we had to operate.  (Lisa, teacher-
librarian, Cresswell High and Chair of the Board, interview) 
 
A commodified educational reform agenda – in the form of nine specified rich tasks set 
centrally by Education Queensland – resulted in a compliant approach to reform amongst 
teachers.  This dominated over more critical, teacher-initiated efforts to instigate reform.  
This conservativism, encouraged by the state, enabled the principals to flag the concept 
of the Board, as a response to the plethora of reforms within the state.  In this sense, the 
formation of the Board was an example of a learning community created by 
administrative fiat.  In this way, a more managerial and administrative disposition 
dominated within the field of teachers’ work, resulting in more instrumental teacher 
learning – which dominates current school settings (Day & Sachs, 2004).   
 
A more conservative approach was also evident in how reflection was undertaken for 
more bureaucratic, accountability-oriented purposes, as well as for more educational 
motives: 
 
Is there the capacity to meet one of our needs to, you know, in the vein of 
revisiting… Can we do it as a view of where we’ve progressed?  So having … 
getting people to reflect on where they were and where they are, and then in doing 
that they’re reflecting on the productive pedagogies but it’s also providing some 
data which is a bit thin on the ground in relation to well … where have we 
moved?  Where have you as individual teachers moved as a result of us spending 
18 months, you know, a considerable amount of effort in productive pedagogies?   
(Tom, intermittent Board member & deputy principal Cresswell High, Curriculum 
Board meeting, 28 Aug, 2002)   
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While interested in the intrinsic benefits of the reform agenda for student learning, more 
bureaucratically-informed administrative concerns on the part of the deputy-principal 
ensured attention to accountability pressures was never far away.  Comments about 
having to provide ‘data which is a bit thin on the ground’ were made in the context of 
having to provide quantitative evidence of the effects of the use of the QTP funds to 
Education Queensland, and reflect the ever-present tensions within the field of teachers’ 
work between more learner-centred and more administrative foci. 
 
Arguably, broader policy support for rapidly delivered reforms and measurable outcomes 
was also apparent in the way alternative, more collaborative approaches were resisted by 
members of the Board.  This was apparent during a discussion between Board members 
about how one school was engaging in the reform agenda:  
 
Barb: Well, Dana [teaching partner] and I are attacking it from the viewpoint of 
… we’ve got outcomes, we’ve got the outcomes.  And we’ve been doing Rich 
Tasks per se for years.  What we’re doing now is having a look at how the Rich 
Tasks we do fit in with the New Basics concept, because our feeder school is New 
Basics…Dana’s written the task and I think they’re a bit – you’re doing this 
[points to documentation], so I just worked on the matrix, just as a start. 
 
Lisa: The Year 7 to 9 meeting is at the reading recovery room of the Cresswell 
Primary school…(Curriculum Board meeting, 24 April, 2002) 
 
On this occasion, administrative pressures to organise an upcoming meeting of teachers 
across the middle years – a key policy area for reform – deflected attention from more 
substantive matters about how best to engage with expectations to work with the New 
Basics and KLA curricula simultaneously.  More conservative logics, focused upon 
administrative pressures within the field of teachers’ work, were evident in the Board 
chair’s concerns about scheduling meetings, rather than learning about how colleagues 
engaged with the reform agenda. 
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This conservativism was also evident in the tendency to construe teacher learning as 
something which occurred on traditional student-free days.  The dominance of traditional 
workshops within the field of PD practices reflected an educational policy context 
productive of such days as a default for teacher learning: 
 
Yeah, that’s part of the package that we want to present to staff at our next student 
free day … both in conjunction with where we’ve come from and where we’re 
heading. 
(Lisa, Curriculum Board meeting, 13 Sept. 2001) 
 
This conservative educational policy context was further reflected in the way in which 
there was a reluctance to explore PD options other than traditional workshop approaches.  
This was apparent during a meeting of Board members, curriculum administrators and 
teachers from the secondary school, and academics, who were trying to determine how 
best to promote more productive pedagogies at the start of the 2002 school year:   
 
Lauren: Can I just add one more thing.  I think within your group there’s a 
lot of expertise that could then, you know … you could then run 
the next workshop.   
Attendees: [muffled indistinguishable comments] 
Lauren: If someone’s got a really good idea, or they’re trialling something 
around assessment, that then gets documented and that’s fed back 
to the big group.  Then you’ve got a really good record for an 
action research project. 
Lisa:  Any further information? 
Ted:  Just, ummm, what do teachers need to bring on the day?... 
(Combined meeting of academic advisers, Curriculum 




The academic’s (Lauren) suggestion that the teachers should document their work for 
further analysis as part of an action research project was ignored by the teachers involved 
as they busily sought to finalise details for an upcoming workshop.  A more conservative, 
individualistic policy moment militated against genuine collaboration. 
 
Broader policy and bureaucratic advocacy of ‘quick fix’ strategies was further reinforced 
by the way in which workshops were seen as integral to the establishment of more robust 
networks, including the middle years’ network:  
 
… I really think you need probably close to a good half day and morning tea, or 
maybe a day or term meeting, with teachers, ‘How are you going with your 
planning and assessment?’  Network teachers together.  ‘How can we use this?’  
Or even just teachers in a school, but network realistically, ‘How would you go 
about teaching?’ You’ve just got to do this.  (Kim; interview)   
 
Arguably, while there was a great deal of good will evident and strong advocacy for 
fostering learning as a collaborative undertaking, more conservative approaches, 
reflecting the dominance of traditional, short term PD initiatives within broader 
managerial and neoliberal contexts, continued to exert influence. 
 
A focus on learning and a capacity for critique 
 
However, at the same time as these broader conditions exerted influence, teachers’ 
foregrounding of students’ learning needs served as evidence of a challenge to neoliberal 
and managerial constraints.  This was reflected in the way one teacher justified her 
involvement in the Board, which she construed as potentially benefiting her students’ 
learning: 
 
[The original Board member from Merton Primary] was transferred out and on his 
leaving I said, ‘Okay, I would take over.’ And that basically was my first little 
experience … For me, see I’m the sort of person that I believe I can never stop 
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learning.  And also I’m not four years off retirement.  I felt, …the reason I went to 
that initial [Curriculum Board] meeting was that I’m going to be in this game for 
another minimum ten years.  So I’d better get my ass into gear.  … I do not, in the 
next ten years, want to be behind the eight ball and not be up with what’s 
happening because that serves the interests of my students moving into high 
school. (Barb, Merton primary and member; interview) 
 
A more critical, inquiring disposition, informed by a desire to improve classroom 
practices rather than just administrative or more limited state-centric concerns, was also 
evident in the teacher learning which unfolded during a discussion between a primary and 
secondary teacher about the progress which had been made on joint-curriculum planning, 
during an early-stage Board meeting: 
 
Lisa: I’m interested in that you picked up the Year 3 and Year 6 Rich Tasks.  So 
is that what your intention is?  You guys will do the New Basics tasks? 
Liz: Well, not so much that, but we ‘task’ in units anyway.  That’s how we 
work. 
Lisa: Yeah, but they’re the same, aren’t they? 
Liz: Yeah.  Both were put in but here you can see [points to documentation] … 
I just did the Year 5/6 across two levels.  I took your template, remember, 
and I designed what I wanted my kids to do and parcelled that unit of 
work and that was their task.  But it was only looking at a couple of the 
outcomes, which are down in the bottom there [points to school planned 
documentation].  I couldn’t do all these outcomes [points to KLA 
syllabus] …  
(Curriculum Board meeting, 16 Oct., 2001) 
 
Similarly, a more actively engaged approach was evident amongst a Board member 
whose desire to address her specific students’ needs led to selective engagement with the 
reform agenda. More administrative logics of practice were adumbrated by more context-
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based sensitivities.  This approach was construed as having a positive impact upon 
student learning: 
 
Liz: Well, I’ve got three kids who didn’t even finish it.  Some I marked on the 
draft.  Some took it to the computer.  Look, you could have produced it in 
a magazine; they put that much work into it!   
    (Curriculum Board meeting, 16 Oct., 2001) 
 
The way Board members reflected upon substantive concerns about students’ learning 
also revealed concerns beyond administrative foci and centralised curricula concerns.  
This was apparent in how one teacher construed the focus upon ‘productive pedagogies’ 
in light of her own concerns about the intellectual quality of her everyday teaching: 
 
In my own teaching practice, it [the emphasis on productive pedagogies] stopped 
me in my tracks … I was after this intellectual quality thing.  I used to harp back 
to that all the time because it’s something that has been a worry. (Barb; interview) 
 
A more critical, student-centred, context-specific disposition was similarly evident in the 
way teachers reflected upon the nature of the New Basics and how it related to the KLA 
curricula.  At times, such introspections were robust.  This was the case for one teacher 
who had spent a considerable amount of time trying to establish links between the 
hundreds of individual outcome statements which comprised the KLA syllabi and 
individual ‘repertoires,’ or skills, associated with the specific New Basics rich tasks 
teachers were expected to enact: 
 
Repertoires were unknown to me.  I had seen them once before where Will and 
David [staff members at Laramie] had taken the outcomes and they had actually 
mapped repertoires, numbers to particular outcomes in the curriculum.  Saying 
that repertoire five fits outcome four-one-one, repertoire six would fit this…  
Well!  In hindsight, it’s a load of bullshit!  (Barb; interview) 
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A more student-centred, classroom-focused ethos, critical of administrative demands to 
respond to centralised and incompatible curricula foci, led to considerable reflection upon 
the reform process.  
 
A more critical approach was also evident in the way in which the reform agenda was 
appraised in relation to student learning:  
 
So, if we’re looking at outcomes from kids’ work, I don’t know that we yet have 
that data to say, ‘Yes, this worked for the kids’.  We can certainly see from the 
end product of units of work that the kids have been able to articulate – ‘What 
have you done? Why have you done that?  What does that mean?’  They’ve been 
able to articulate that, and thinking about the presentation of the Year Seven 
students using skills like Powerpoint presentation – they’ve got a number of skills 
there, and are motivated pretty well.  (Cilla, Qando Primary & Board member; 
interview) 
 
Students’ learning needs, rather than administrative or more narrow state-centric 
measures of student learning were foregrounded.  This was seen as having direct benefits 
for student learning: 
 
I just know that here with the [Year] Sevens, that we are much clearer in our own 
minds, … about what we want to achieve and what we’re going to get the kids to 
do, to … to achieve those outcomes.  And that we’re expecting a higher standard 
of work and that we’re probably teaching better because we want a better standard 
of work and we’re expecting… I think it’s … They’re actually working to a 
higher standard overall ……than what I would normally expect of Year Sevens at 
this stage in the year; [with] the ones this year, just because we’ve changed our 
approach, you’re actually getting better work.  … and we are getting tougher on 
our standards. (Kim, Cresswell Primary & Board member; interview) 
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Engagement with the reform agenda revealed a habitus not only influenced by more 
neoliberal, economistic and accountability-oriented concerns, but one which was also 
predisposed to focusing upon teaching learning construed as relevant to students’ needs.  
In this way, the field of teachers’ work, as it transpired in relation to the learning 
undertaken within the Curriculum Board, was characterised by a set of reflexive, 
reflective practices which are typically marginalised in Australia in comparison with 
more dominant, passive PD approaches, such as workshops (McRae et al, 2001). 
 
Teacher PD in times of reform:  A capacity for critique  
 
The data reveal considerable evidence of contestation between more administratively-
focused, individualistic, often ‘one-off’ approaches to PD in current managerial and 
neoliberal times, and more robust, localised, sustained and engaged approaches to 
teachers’ learning. The logics of practice associated with the Curriculum Board reflected 
state specified discourses of reform, often revealed in the form of conservative workshop 
approaches to PD.  The continuation of these practices within the field of teachers’ work 
reflects sedimented traditional approaches to teachers’ learning, and the marginalisation 
of more active learning in general.  However, and at the same time, there was also 
evidence of members of the Curriculum Board advocating for and participating in 
alternative, more robust, student-centred, reflective and collaborative practices, which 
went beyond a narrow focus on administering the reform agenda, or centralised 
conceptions of what teacher learning, and educational reform more generally, should look 
like. 
 
In many ways, membership of the Board was evidence of a teaching habitus dominated 
by ‘cultures of compliance’ (Hargreaves, 2003), and of how pressures of school/systemic 
reforms mean teachers make these reforms their own, even when there are tensions 
between teachers and more systemic needs (Burns, 2005).  The conditions under which 
they worked meant Board members engaged in teacher learning practices typical of how 
PD is framed in relation to educational reform more generally.  Reflecting the narrowing 
of PD to particular foci within the field of teachers’ work (Grundy & Robison, 2004), this 
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was evident from the outset in the way in which PD related to selected subject areas 
(literacy, numeracy, science, ICTs) was accepted acritically, and those instances when 
teachers’ practices were overtly framed by the reform agenda.  The influence of these 
conditions was evident in the way members took up the reform initiative as their own.   
 
Specially, more administrative and accountability oriented logics of practice were evident 
when calls for reflection were elided with the need to provide evidence of how the QTP 
funds had been expended, and proof of how the funds had resulted in tangible benefits.  
That such calls were instigated by the deputy principal of the secondary school, who was 
responsible for formally accounting for money expended through the QTP, indicates the 
influence of more administrative pressures upon educators, and of a habitus necessarily 
attuned to such concerns, given his position in relation to the educational bureaucratic 
centre.  Pressures of time (Little, 1999) within the field ensured more administrative 
logics were never far away. 
 
Similarly, more administrative logics attenuated more substantive collaboration within 
the Board.  This was evident in how Board members focused upon more administrative 
concerns during discussions about the nature of upcoming professional development 
activities, when individual PD days were favoured over other approaches; under these 
circumstances, the persistence of privacy in teachers’ work (Little, 1990), and 
conceptions of PD as something delivered to teachers (Eisner, 1992), continued to 
influence teachers’ learning.  Member’s concerns about how to respond to the reform 
agenda as a formally constituted group being partially accountable for the use of QTP 
reflected the effects of administrative logics within the field of teachers’ work, which led 
to the marginalisation of a potential action research initiative during discussions with an 
academic partner.  A compliant habitus dominated by pressure to act in a limited 
timeframe (Easthope & Easthope, 2000), and the overcrowding of teachers’ work days 
(Little, 1999), in general, led to the marginalisation of more substantive collaborative 
practices within the field of teachers’ work.  Arguably, this more conservative disposition 
is a product of the intensification of these reforms in recent years, which have militated 
against more substantive engagement on the part of teachers in relation to their learning 
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needs (Hargreaves, 2003; Smyth, 2001; Smyth et al., 2000).  Those logics of practice 
associated with limited forms of collaboration between teachers frequently dominated 
over support for more interactive engagement by teachers in their own learning. 
 
However, at the same time as more neoliberal and administrative logics exerted 
influence, there was also evidence of more substantive teacher learning practices.  
Student learning was foregrounded when Board members engaged in more robust 
reflective practices.  In spite of a rapidly imposed reform agenda, members of the Board 
did not ignore students’ learning needs.  The teacher learning evident reflected a 
conservative disposition reflective of the neoliberal and managerial logics which 
influenced their work, but one which simultaneously revealed teachers’ concerns that 
educational reform should lead to improvements in students’ learning needs.  Such a 
response also reveals a reflexive capacity amongst teachers in sometimes trying 
circumstances, and how more educative logics may challenge reductionist economistic 
iterations of global processes.  Teachers sought to mediate the central push for 
quantitative evidence of improved results, to go ‘beyond intensification’ (Ballet, 
Kelchtermans & Loughran, 2006), by foregrounding concerns for students as their 
primary motivation.  While membership of the Board may be construed as evidence of 
teachers and administrators’ complicity in the push to engage rapidly with the reform 
agenda, this body also fostered a more genuinely student-centred disposition towards 
their own and colleagues’ learning.   
 
This more robust and critical disposition was evident in the way some teachers were 
prepared to challenge the less educative effects of the rapidly instigated reform agenda.  
While sometimes narrower than Lingard and Renshaw’s (2009) call for a more researchly 
disposition on the part of teachers which takes into account a broader knowledge base 
than that associated with local circumstance, Board members’ criticism reflected more 
substantive knowledge of the complexity of reforms than is often the case.  This was 
evident, for example, in the way one teacher critiqued efforts at trying to ensure a perfect 
match between different elements of the integrated New Basics curriculum approach and 
more traditional curriculum discipline-based approaches.  Such critical reflections 
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challenge more dominant logics within the field of teachers’ work, such as the work 
intensification which leads to superficial engagement with reform agenda in schools and 
schooling systems more generally (Easthope & Easthope, 2000; Hargreaves, 1994; 2003; 
Smyth, 2001).  These responses challenge the conditions which encourage superficial 
learning on the part of teachers, and the cultures of compliance (Groundwater-Smith & 





Bourdieu’s theory of practice, particularly his concept of fields as conflicted social sites, 
provides useful insights into the complex and contested professional development 
practices supported and experienced by a group of teachers during a period of significant 
educational reform.  On the one hand, more traditional approaches to teachers’ learning, 
and pressures upon teachers’ work, reflecting the broader neoliberal circumstances in 
which teachers’ work is enacted, were evident.  An ensuing compliant disposition 
amongst Board members, evidenced in concerns about administrative and accountability 
pressures, ensured a continued focus upon specific discipline areas, and traditional short-
term approaches to PD.  However, at the same time, there was also evidence of a more 
educational disposition amongst members, arising in response to the reform agenda, and 
supportive of more robust reflection and collaboration by Board members.  The result 
was a very mixed and contradictory set of teacher learning practices. 
 
Importantly, the findings reveal both the capacity, and need, for a much more reflexive 
disposition to teachers’ learning on the part of teachers, school-based administrators and 
policy-makers.  The PD practices which transpired within the Curriculum Board reflected 
the dominant culture within the field of teachers’ work itself with its focus upon short-
term PD approaches in response to neoliberal, bureaucratic iterations of uncoordinated 
educational reform.  The PD practices which Board members endorsed and in which they 
engaged were the product of a habitus forged from an unrelenting emphasis upon short-
term, managerially-oriented PD practices as adequate vehicles to foster substantive 
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teacher learning.  Under these circumstances, it was difficult for dominated practices 
within the field of teachers’ work – such as those more robust instances of site-based 
learning about educational reform, involving teachers collaborating to maximise student 
learning – to gain traction.  However, the very existence of substantive, student-focused 
approaches to PD, and evidence of educators’ dispositions to challenge the dominant 
orthodoxy in relation to teachers’ learning, is suggestive of the reflexive capacity of 
educators under these circumstances.  It is this capacity for reflexivity, for critique, which 
is a source of optimism.  Such reflexivity contributes towards a more ‘researchly’ 
educational disposition (Lingard & Renshaw, 2009) amongst teachers and administrators 
in schools which is in turn necessary for the development of a broad-based engagement in 
and respect for inquiry into teachers’ practice.  Such a disposition at least partially 
ameliorates neoliberal and bureaucratic logics, and is reflective of the field of teachers’ 
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